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Overview:  

• Strengths: well-being and other outcomes 

• Learning from research: strategies, duration, 

effects 

• A broader focus: from trait to context 

• Awesome Us – new strategies and classroom 

effects 

• Students and teachers on strengths 

• Implications for schools and research 



Strengths – definition and theory 

Broad definition:  

things we do well,  

enjoy doing and  

choose to do. 

 

• Fulfilling to use and energising 

• Engaging 

• We yearn to use our strengths 

• Greater benefits from developing      

 strength than weakness 



Strengths classifications  

used in interventions  

• Open-ended (Forster, 1991, 1992) 

• Values in Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA) 

(24) (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Seligman et al, 2005)  

• StrengthsFinder (35)(Austin, 2004; Rath, 2007)  

• Realise2 (60) (Minhas, 2010; Linley, 2009)  

• Virtues Project (52) (Popov, 2000)  

 

Varying evidence that all can influence positive 

outcomes, e.g. well-being & achievement 



VIA Strengths: 24 universally valued strengths 

Wisdom & Knowledge 
Curiosity 
Love of Learning 
Open-mindedness 
Creativity 
Wisdom 

 

Courage 
Courage 
Perseverance 
Honesty 
Enthusiasm 

 

Humanity 
Loving and being loved 
Kindness 
Friendship/social intelligence 

Temperance 
Forgiveness 
Modesty/Humility 
Self-control 
Prudence/caution 
 

Justice 
Teamwork/citizenship 
Fairness 
Leadership 
 

Transcendence 
Love Of Beauty 
Gratitude 
Hope 
Humour 
Spirituality 



Early Evidence 

• Increased happiness and reduced 

depression in adults over 6 months 
(Seligman et al, 2005) 

• Using ‘top 5’ or signature strengths 
(Seligman et al, 2005) 

• Knowing about strengths isn’t enough: 

strengths use is necessary to influence 

well-being (Seligman et al, 2005; Govindji & Linley, 

2007) 

 

 



Research on strengths interventions 

Study Info           Study: 

Seligman et al 

(2005) 

Mitchell et al 

(2009) Austin (2005) 

Rust, Diessner, & 

Reade (2009) Rashid (2004) 

Proctor et al  

(in press) 

Seligman et al 

(2009) 

Govindji & 

Linley (2008); 

Fox-Eades, 2007. 

PARTICIPANTS 

Population (mean age in 

years) 

General adult 

population (64% 

35-54)  

General adult 

population (37) 

High school 

Freshmen 

students  

University 

students (25) 

University 

students (24) 

High school 

(13) 

High school Y9 

(est. 13) 

Primary school 

MEASURES 
Well-being SHI PWI-A; SWLS; 

PANAS 

         - SWLS  SWLS SLSS; PANAS; 

RSE 

Learning  

strengths; social 

skills;  

Qualitative 

assessment 

Academic performance          -           -  SPAA            - GPA           - GPA              - 

PROCEDURE 

Intervention 

Strategy 

Use your top 5  

in new ways 

 develop 3 of 

top 10  

 strengths  in 

past and future 

successes;  use 

top 5 strengths  

develop a 

strength and a 

weakness or 

two strengths 

Use top 

strengths & 

develop one 

weakness. 

Build top 5, 

learn new 

ones, 

recognise 

strengths in 

others. 

top 5, and  PP 

concepts  

Whole school 

community 

building;  

story telling 

and school 

assemblies  

Duration of 

intervention 1 week 3 weeks 6 weeks 12 weeks 15 weeks 6 months 9 months 

mean 2.5 

years 

Follow up period 6 months 3 months none. none. 6 months none. 2 years N/A 

RESULTS 

Well-being effect 

size   (partial eta 

squared)* 

Cohen's d = 

0.06 SHI 0.03 PWI-A            - 0.07 0.15 0.02 SLSS NS N/A 

BESD N/A 17%            - 26% 38% 14% N/A N/A 



What the research suggests 

Duration : 

1. Longer is more effective (Rust et al, 2009; Rashid 2004; Catalano et al, 2004)) 

2. Possible training effect? (Rashid 2004) 

3. Possible max duration without follow-up/embedding (Gillham, 2011) 

 

Contact time/interpersonal contact:  

1.  More time with people was more effective [can’t separate duration].  

 2. Positive inter-personal discussion with peers and teachers (Rust et al, 

2009; Rashid, 2004; & Proctor et al, in press) 

 

Outcomes: 

1. Small-med well-being effects (Proctor et al, in press; Mitchell et al, 2009; Rashid, 

2004; Rust et al, 2009) 

2. Well-being not always influenced (Gillham, 2011) 

3.  Achievement effects (Seligman, 2009) and academic self-efficacy 
(Austin, 2005) 



Expanding intervention strategies 

• Developing Top 5 

• Top 5 and weakness [for women] 

• Contribution of strengths to past and 
future success 

• Strength-related goal-setting 

• Building new strengths and using 
existing ones 

• Strength-spotting 

 



 
Complex (real-life meaningful application) 

 

Multi-domain (>1 of parents/teachers/peers/community) 

 

Long duration (>9 months) (Catalano et al, 2004). 

  

Build Intrinsic motivation: we can’t assume motivation; not self-
selection 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 10 

Effective youth interventions  



Many factors influence  

Strengths Interventions  

•Duration and contact time 

•Population 

•Inter-personal contact 

•Attitude of participant and 

facilitator (Cox, 2006; Fluckiger, 

2008) 

•Context (Catalano, 2004) 



Designing effective strengths programmes: 
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• Promote ownership and motivation to use 

strengths.  

• Demonstrate relevant and real-life 

application 

• Support On-going strength use & 

development 

• Help build supportive relationships 

• Provide inter-personal support and 

build habits/rituals, reminders  that 

sustain effects. 

 



A broader view of strengths  

• Strengths as traits – stable, 

individual effects 

• Strengths as values in action 

– variable effects, influenced 

by context (mainly people). 

 

 ‘Strength’ 

can depend 

on where 

you use it 

and who 

sees! 

 





Does strengths identification 

and development 

enhance: 

• Well-being 

• Engagement 

• Relationships 
 

Intervention (n = 196) 

• 9 classrooms Years 5/6, 6, 7/8;  

• 6 intervention, 3 control (age and SES 

matched). 

• 6 X 90 min sessions plus a follow-up 

goal-reporting session. 

 

 “Awesome Us”: a classroom strengths programme 



Awesome Us design 

• Strategies: 
– Learning to spot strengths in self AND others 

– Discover strengths in ‘me at my best’ activities 

– Identification through discovery, linking to VIA,  
and card sort ranking 

– Set valued personal and friendship goals – use strengths  
to help achieve them 

 

• Style: activities, video clips, hands-on work,  
   3 teachers per room, extra activities to embed in class.  

• Design goals: 
– Build intrinsic motivation  

– Real-life applications. 

– Ongoing support possible  
to ‘extend life’ of programme 



Activity: 3 into 1 

Interviewee: describe the ‘best 
bits’ of your favourite hobby, 
sport, & class. Create a new 
activity that uses all 3 ‘best bits’. 

Strengths-spotter: what  
strengths do you hear 
described? 

Outcomes: the gingerbread cart, 
design camp, crazy soccer. 

 



Preliminary results 

Changes in 

• Affective well-being 

• Engagement 

• Relatedness 

• Competence 

 

 

 

 



Means (Std Dev) for Student-reported Variables 

Measure   Intervention (n = 140) 
      Mean     (SD) 

          Control (n = 56) 
   Mean    (SD) 

Positive Affect 

                                     Pre 16.63 (4.23) 17.41 (3.93)       ns 

                                   Post 18.28 (3.56) 16.71 (4.07)        * 

                                   3 mo. 17.84 (3.45) 16.06 (4.54)        * 

Negative Affect 

                                     Pre 11.54 (3.62) 11.55 (3.32)       ns 

                                    Post 12.33 (4.24) 11.29 (3.35)       ns 

                                   3 mo. 11.83 (3.65) 11.11 (3.40)       ns 

*p<.05, ns = non-significant 



Means (Std Dev) for Student-reported Variables 

Measure   Intervention (n = 140) 
      Mean     (SD) 

          Control (n = 56) 
   Mean    (SD) 

Engagement 

                                     Pre 13.63 (9.65) 11.62 (11.12)       ns 

                                   Post 14.08 (10.22) 9.88 (11.18)        * 

                                   3 mo. 15.44 (9.47) 9.67 (10.27)        * 

Strengths Use 

                                     Pre 75.29 (18.33) 74.77 (18.37)       ns 

                                    Post 78.44 (16.89) 67.46 (21.64)        * 

                                   3 mo. 76.49 (19.43) 65.40 (20.74)         * 

*p<.05, ns = non-significant 



Means (Std Dev) for Student-reported Variables 

CINSS (Children’s Intrinsic 
Need Satisfaction Scale) 

  Intervention (n = 
140) 
         Mean     (SD) 

        Control (n = 56) 
          Mean    (SD) 

Competence         Pre 15.50 (2.34) 15.34 (2.20)       ns 

                              Post              15.85 (2.37) 14.89 (2.54)       * 

                             3 mo. 16.08 (2.43) 15.09 (3.61)       * 

Relatedness           Pre 15.97 (2.06) 15.63 (2.14)       ns 

                              Post 16.02 (2.01) 14.80 (2.74)       * 

                              3 mo. 16.08 (2.18) 14.42 (3.57)       * 

Autonomy             Pre 14.19 (2.71) 14.20 (2.32)       ns 

                              Post 14.36 (2.57) 13.69 (2.49)       ns 

                              3 mo. 14.69 (2.97) 14.89 (2.37)       ns 

*p<.05, ns = non-significant 



Student and teachers on strengths:  

Teachers: 

• Created a shared language in class 

• Encouraged acceptance of difference 

• Gave students something to be proud of 

• Notice strengths more often now 

Students: 

• Feels good to know you have strengths 

• Don’t plan strengths use, and rarely  

notice during or after use. 

• ‘You don’t use them where they’re not needed’ 

 



What a class strengths programme does 

• Attention is on what’s right 

with students  

• Common language for valuing 

• Strength-specific positive and 

corrective feedback 

• Builds relatedness  

 



Implications for strengths research 

• Strengths can enhance well-being  
– Not always 

– Measures of well-being; affective, evaluative 

• Explore other outcomes of interest. 

• Different strategies work for different 
populations  

• Context is important – environment  
and values matter  

• Is it strengths or attention/relationship? 

• Need longer studies and  
within-person research 



Implications for strengths in schools 

• Strengths classifications should be 
relevant, valued and inclusive: 

– strengths school values and encourages 

– broad enough that all will find their strengths 
on it. 

• Create a shared language 

• Start somewhere and build on it (e.g. 
literature, PE, feedback, story-telling, 
assemblies) 

• Long-term commitment (not brief ‘tick box’ 
programme) 


